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From September to October 2015 I was the recipient of a Gasworks  Fellowship 1

residency with Britto Arts Trust , Dhaka, Bangladesh. 2

Initially, as an artist whose practice is primarily rooted in sound, I was struck by 

the noise: 15 million people (officially and conservatively counted) going about their 

daily business in the most densely populated megacity on the planet. 

It wasn’t so much volume (though it is loud) as the conglomerate, near-permanent, 

insistence of traffic horns and rickshaw bells that penetrate even the most quiet of 

indoor spaces. 

I concerned myself with measuring the sound levels around the city, with the 

unrealistic goal of ‘finding the quietest spot in Dhaka’. I quickly got drawn into the 

biases of ‘sound ecology’ and conservatism of ‘noise abatement’. Noise as political 

economy indeed. 

Such work was only ever intended as a starting point and this quickly ran out of 

steam. So what if Dhaka is noisy and dense! So what if I can’t make work in the 

relative quiet I’m used to! 

Alongside this work I began a series of ‘Listening Groups’ with the intent of 

encouraging philosophical and personal discourses around sound and music - both 

in a Fine Arts context and where they intermingle with ‘popular music’. 

I also began a series of brutalist field recordings with contact microphones and 

studio-based bricolage versus street-hawked goods. I started arranging these 

sounds and objects in the space with a view to developing an installation/

performance. 



Along the way I made contact with Dhaka Electronica Scene  and found a young 3

group of predominantly bedroom producers whose interests charted a path through 

Techno, Electronica, EDM, at times overlapping/encompassing noise and 

experimental practices. 

We developed a workshop plan to encourage the use of contact microphones and 

simple audio electronics. This was aimed at expanding the group’s mostly virtual/

software methods. They also introduced me to the upcoming Eid-al-Adha  and we 4

devised a plan to record the cow markets and sacrifices. 

Bangladesh struggled through genocide to win its independence from Pakistan in 

1971. The Awami League’s  vision maintained a separation of Religion and State 5

and formed a moderate Muslim country based upon a popularist nationalism 

founded on cultural identity. Notably this left many minorities, particularly in the 

Chittagong Hill Tracts , marginalised and isolated. 6

After famine, chaos, dissatisfaction, assassination and martial law, the government 

eventually shifted, via coups and referendum, to the Bangladeshi Nationalist Party  7

in 1978. The BNP also reimagined a form of nationalism founded upon religious 

rather than cultural identity. 

The following years saw a complex mesh of political reform, shifting international 

alliances, natural disasters, massacres, assassinations, coups, power oscillations 

between ruling parties and the eventual move to a parliamentary system in 1991. 

The country remained unsettled, however, still blighted with political crises and 

election boycotts. 

Much of the art and many of the artists I encountered in my time in Dhaka could be 

characterised by political awareness and the relative liberalism that allows such a 

politically critical and engaged fine arts scene, with all of the expected bohemian 

tendencies, to flourish. It is grass roots out of economic necessity but still punches 

above its weight internationally. 

On September 28th an Italian NGO worker was murdered in the relative safety of 

the Gulshan diplomatic enclave. Many were shocked. This however occurred 



against a backdrop of brutal slayings of bloggers who engendered atheistic and 

secular discourse. Two days earlier the Australian cricket team had delayed a tour 

due to security concerns. This rather bland fact seems to consistently mark the 

start of whatever processes are currently unfolding. 

There are fears of a growing number of Islamic extremists throughout Bangladesh 

and a growing tide of nationalism and conservatism is threatening many of the 

freedoms that moderates and cultural workers have enjoyed. 

The fear and threat of extreme Islam is a delicate subject as it is continuously 

overplayed and hyped by the world media, Western governments and the 

‘extremists’ themselves. Despite this media exaggeration there are of course real 

dangers, real threats and real challenges. I had a brief encounter with these but the 

many friends I made in Bangladesh will bear the brunt of future developments. 

Following some promotion, via Facebook, of the listening groups and workshops I 

would be running, I was contacted and asked to appear on the breakfast show for 

the Jamuna TV  network on 30th September. It was a surreal experience where I 8

made strange metallic noises with a contact mic and they played me a VT of ducks 

swimming in a pond. It was also quite fun. Before filming began we also had some 

interesting discussions relating to the recent murder and growing dangers in the 

country. 

Over following discussions, the depth of UK, Australian and US fears of further 

attack became clear. I had been enjoying relative obscurity, despite sticking out like 

a sore thumb in central Dhaka, far away from the expats (or migrants as they’d be 

called elsewhere) and diplomatic workers of Gulshan. 

The travel advisory increased it’s terror alert to the highest level and foreigners 

were advised to restrict their movements. We started getting a little nervous. 

It also became clear that social network privacy settings, loosened to facilitate 

sharing by Britto and DES, were now potentially compromising where I was living, 

what I was doing and when I was doing it… 



 





On October 2nd a Japanese national was murdered, in the Northern district of 

Rangpur , in much the same manner as the recent killing in Dhaka. 9

We would retrospectively learn than a number of nations began recalling citizens 

and that many diplomatic and NGO workers were restricted to only travelling by 

car and provided with increased security. 

Our fear levels rising, we began seeking advice. The official channels were of little 

use but, via friends of friends, we got a little insider knowledge. The prognosis was 

clear. We were recommended to leave, especially following the TV appearance (not 

exactly keeping a low profile). 

We decided to heed the advice. Paranoia and fear had set in. I have no idea if this 

was the right thing to do or feel but it was the right decision for us to make at that 

time and this is all you can do. I can’t claim to have been thinking completely 

rationally though. The constant stares became threatening rather than curious. I 

became aware just how much I stuck out wandering around by myself recording 

sounds with a contact mic and ordering tea and cigarettes with poorly pronounced 

rudimentary Bangla. 

On our final day, on the way to friends for lunch, a middle aged man told us we “have 

to be careful in Bangladesh.” I suspected this was friendly concern for our safety 

but there was no way of telling anymore. 

Before this all happened I went to the cow market with DES. Actually we went to 

two as the first one didn’t have any cows due to border blockades. 

In India there is rising tide of Hindu extremism. They are considered the power-

base of Prime Minister Modi  and he has been criticised for his silence, following a 10

number of controversial and brutal incidents, which effectively legitimised such 

actions. One of the consequences of this rising Hindu nationalism is increased 

protections of the cow. 

As a vegetarian I’m sympathetic but this also becomes a religious battleground. I 

was shocked to discover that despite it being a Muslim minority, India has the third 



largest Muslim population in the world and with low Indonesian birth rates it is set 

to become the first largest in the not too distant future. 

Several current political developments in India are being read as anti-Muslim, not 

least cow protection forces and export reductions. On the one hand it makes sense 

to crack down on smuggling and illegal export but on the other it seems to be a 

calculated pressure point. Only time will truly tell. 

Over Eid-al-Adha 1,000,000 cows were slaughtered in Dhaka alone. We stepped out 

onto the street to be greeted by a continual roadside abattoir. My secluded urban 

sensibilities were overwhelmed. I stood near a family whose daughter was 

capturing the slaughter of their cow on an iPad for posterity. People were generally 

welcoming and we met a man who was due to slaughter his cow. He had been a 

freedom fighter in 1971. He was warm and friendly and proud. 

Several days later a mob in an Indian village would beat a Muslim man to death 

over suspicions of eating beef. 

Throughout my time in Dhaka many people expressed surprise and concern that 

my wife was in Cox’s Bazar  (working with a medical NGO). There was never any 11

specific reason for this concern and we put it down to gender. We’d later discover 

that the power base of Bangladeshi extremism is thought to be Cox’s Bazar. By 

Western standards Bangladeshi women dress conservatively. Many had noticed 

that women coming up from Cox’s Bazar were dressing more and more 

conservatively and that further religious conservatism has followed. 

The current Awami government denies that there is any growing extremism in 

Cox’s Bazar, or elsewhere in Bangladesh. They outlawed some hardline groups 

following the blogger killings but few are convinced this has made much difference. 

The government is also widely seen as corrupt and we were unofficially advised that 

they have been known to cover up incidents or evidence that would convict 

perpetrators. 

Early on in my residency I went to a Bangla-Deutsch poetry event at the Goethe 

Institute. Later, over dinner I would meet the editor of Prothom Alo  who was also 12



one of the poets. Prothom Alo has been praised for its stance against government 

corruption, violence against women (notably acid throwing) and religious 

terrorism. It has, of course, also been criticised for it’s liberal attitude. 

In early October a number of large international advertisers with Prothom Alo (and 

it’s sister, The Daily Star) were told, by the governmental wing of the military, to 

stop their advertising. This effectively threatened the economics of the papers’ 

survival. Both the Awami League and the BNP were criticised by these papers 

during the 2007-2009 bloodless coup when a military, caretaker regime took over 

to try and install fair elections, as both political parties were deemed too corrupt.    

The Awami League were also criticised heavily by these papers during the 2014 

elections when the BNP also refused to participate over a lack of free and fair 

elections and widespread corruption.  

Most recently there have been tensions as these papers reported on the killing of 

five armed youths in the Chittagong Hill Tracts by the army. Prothom Alo and The 

Daily Star called the dead ‘indigenous’ whereas the government insists they should 

be called ‘terrorists’. 

There is growing concern over the freedom of the media. 

On the 17th October the US travel advisory claimed that the terrorist threat 

remained ‘real and credible’. The Home Minister stated that this was unwarranted 

and that the killing of foreigners was part of a plot to impede the country’s 

development and embarrass the government. 

This conspiracy is now being pointed towards the BNP where senior leaders claim 

that it is being used to suppress political rivals by presenting them as a militant 

outfit. 

There seems to be little credible or reliable information that would either 

corroborate or disprove the allegations. 



On Thursday 22nd October e-mails were sent by a banned Islamist group to various 

media organisations warning them from running anything critical or offering 

condemnation of Jihadist activities. It also urged these business to fire female 

employees for whom working outside the home would be a punishable offence. 

On Friday 23rd October an Awami League activist was hacked to death in Rangpur. 

As I write this, on October 24th, a bomb blast killed a young boy and injured at least 

50 others. The blast was in Old Dhaka at the holy Ashura  which mourns the 13

martyrdom of Husayn ibn Ali, grandson of Muhammad. This is of particular 

significance to Shia muslims and many believe that this was a targeted attack which 

falls into wider patterns of sectarian violence. 

We of course understand this against a backdrop of world extremism, Syria’s civil 

war, drone strikes and recent military interventions (or rather invasions) across 

the Arabic world. However all of this is frequently reported in a strange vacuum 

where the various destabilising interventions of the US and Russia during the cold 

war never happened, where the brutal wealth extraction and social engineering of 

the British Empire never happened and where much, much longer and deeper 

religious and political histories barely even register. 

It is widely believed that Australia will cancel its cricket tour… 
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 The Festival of the Sacrifice, the latter of the two Eid holidays which celebrates Ibrahim’s 4

willingness to sacrifice his son and marks the end of Hajj. It is generally observed through prayer 
and the sacrifice of a cow, sheep, goat etc. of which one third is retained by the family, one third 
shared with friends and one third donated to the poor.

 The Awami League was founded in 1949 as a Bengali alternative to the domination of the Muslim 5

League in Pakistan. In 1952 it, along with its student league, played an instrumental role in the 
Bengali Language Movement which marks the beginning of the Bengali nationalist struggle. From 
1963 the organisation was headed by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman who is the founding father of 
Bangladesh and lead the struggle for independence. The party was elected into office in 1973 
following the liberation war and Rahman’s family have controlled the party ever since.

 An area of southeastern Bangladesh bordering India and Myanmar populated predominantly by 6

indigenous tribes who were not recognised by the constitution of Bangladesh, following its 
formation in 1971, and who have been in armed struggle with Bangladesh since 1977 which 
officially ended, following a peace accord, in 1997. Clashes and violence continue and entry is 
restricted to foreigners.

 In 1975 president Rahman was assassinated in a coup led by disgruntled Awami League 7

colleagues and military officers. A series of counter-coups and assassinations followed throwing 
the country into turmoil until order was largely restored by the 1977 coup which gave power to 
army chief Ziaur Rahman. Ziaur then formed the Bangladesh Nationalist Party in 1978 following his 
election.

 http://www.jamunatv.net/8

 The central district of the northernmost Rangpur Division of Bangladesh.9

 Narendra Damodardas Modi is the leader of the Bharatiya Janata Party which has links to Hindu 10

Nationalism. Modi was elected to office in 2014.

 A town on the southern coast of Bangladesh which boasts one of the longest stretches of 11

unbroken sandy beaches in the world. Named for Captain Hiram Cox, an officer of the East India 
Company, and his work in rehabilitating refugees in the area. It is a popular tourist destination 
frequented by Bangladeshis but fails to attract significant international visitors. It is also notable for  
UN shelters aiding large numbers of refugee Rohingya muslims from Myanmar and the associated 
illegal people smuggling operations to Malaysia.

 Bangladesh’s largest and most popular newspaper founded by Matiur Rahman in 1998.12

 The Day of Ashura is marked by Sunnis as the day the Israelites were freed from the Pharaoh of 13

Egypt. Shias differ in that they mourn the martyrdom of Husayn ibn Ali, the grandson of 
Muhammad, at the Battle of Karbala. Sunni’s consider the first caliph, successor to prophet 
Muhammad, to be his father-in-law Abu Bakr. Shia’s differ and hold that it is Muhammad’s son-in-
law and cousin Ali ibn Abi Talib who was father of Husayn ibn Ali. Shias therefore consider the 
events of the Battle of Karbala to be of great sadness as they mark the martyrdom of Muhammad’s 
rightful air to the caliphate.



Thanks to Lipi and Mahbubur for being such wonderful hosts. Thanks to Shaon, 

Shimul and all at Britto for their help and support. Thanks to Faisal and Maliha of 

Dhaka Electronica Scene for being so incredibly welcoming and helpful. Thanks to 

Gasworks and Arts Council England for funding and supporting this amazing 

opportunity. Thanks to Marlene for showing us the ropes in Dhaka. Thanks to 

everyone who came to the listening groups and contributed their sounds and 

thoughts. Thanks to Rod for proof reading and offering valuable insights to the 

introductory text. Thanks to Holly.  




